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Expressions of “Key” and “Lock” by Chinese Characters 
in Ancient East Asian Countries
FANG Guohua
Abstract
 In previous chapters (Bulletin of the Graduate School of International 
Cultural Studies Aichi Prefectural University No. 13) I examined the use of the 
characters yao 鑰 and yi 鎰 in the countries of East Asia in ancient times. In this 
chapter I consider whether the characters suo 鎖 (鏁), jian 鍵 (楗), gou 鉤 (鈎), and 
shi 匙 were used to signify “lock” or “key,” and I clarify their use.
 The character suo 鎖 (鏁) was used in ancient China, Japan, the Korean 
peninsula, and the Liao in the sense of a lock, a chain, or an instrument of 
punishment, and it is to be surmised that there were no great differences in its 
meaning or use. However, in ancient China it was predominantly the standard form 
鎖 that was used, whereas in Japan the non-standard form 鏁 was mainly used. The 
reason that mainly the non-standard form was used in Japan, even though it has 
more strokes, was presumably that in ancient Japan it was considered to be the 
correct form.
 The character jian 鍵 and its variant forms were, like 鑰(鎰), used to signify a 
locking device as a whole. However, there is evidence that it signified the male 
fitting of a lock on the Korean peninsula in ancient times, as was the case in China, 
but there are no examples of this usage in ancient Japan. Usage on the Korean 
peninsula in ancient times would have been closer to Chinese usage.
 The character gou 鉤 (鈎) was in ancient China used to signify an L-shaped 
metal implement for hooking on to things, and there is a strong possibility that this 
was also the case in the Liao and on the Korean peninsula in ancient times. The 
situation was different in ancient Japan, where this character was used to signify 
both the fastener for a crossbar or bolt and a key. The Japanese word kagi can also 
signify an L-shaped hook, and it is to be surmised that it was via this native 
Japanese reading that the character 鉤 (鈎), read kagi, came to signify an implement 
for opening things, such as the fastener for a crossbar or bolt or a key.
 The character shi 匙 was in ancient China used to signify “spoon.” It did not 
mean “key” on its own, but it was used in the compound yaoshi 鑰匙. There is a 
strong possibility that this was also the case in the Liao and on the Korean 
peninsula in ancient times. In ancient Japan it was used primarily in the sense of 
“key.”
 To sum up, we find that there are instances in which the usage of the above 
characters signifying “key” or “lock” in ancient Japan, the Korean peninsula, and 
the Liao differed from China even though they all belonged to the same sphere of 
Sinographic culture. This may be a manifestation of their peripherality as 
neighbouring states of China. It would also have been the result of the fact that, 
when the Chinese writing system and its culture were introduced, Chinese usage 
was not necessarily adopted as it was, but was modified to suit the conditions in 
each country.
